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Women and Knowledge
As the title of the present volume indicates, women and knowledge are closely related not only in many Nag Hammadi texts, but also in a variety of myths from across the world. Within the ancient Mediterranean literary environment (in its broadest conception) in which the Nag Hammadi texts are usually placed, we encounter many literary female figures who are associated with knowledge in one way or another: Athena, Isis, Minerva, Sophia, and Eve. From the human world, figures such as Diotima, Mary, and Thecla could be mentioned. Thus, it goes without saying that the association of women with knowledge in the female characters of the Nag Hammadi texts is not a unique phenomenon, but seems to form part of a widely-spread notion of goddesses and other female divine (or human) figures representing, possessing, or providing knowledge. From the Nag Hammadi collection, one of the most famous is Sophia (ⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ), who has her very own myth according to modern scholarship. I refer to the "myth of Sophia" in which Sophia, with an anarchistic approach to "divine reproduction," gives birth to her monstrous offspring and ultimately to the creation of the material world. This myth varies greatly from text to text in line with each author's aims and approaches. Nevertheless, certain features allow us to see repeated cross-textual patterns, and further permit us to compare the "myth of Sophia" with parallel mythological material outside the Nag Hammadi corpus. According to George W. MacRae's seminal article, the gnostic Sophia myth has its background in the Jewish wisdom tradition.2
On the other hand, James E. Goehring reminds us that the Sophia myth likewise has many traits in common with Classical Greek traditions about the birth of the snake-headed Typhaon, who was cast into Tartaros.3 Goehring does not seek to exclude the Jewish personified Wisdom as a possible source of influence on the Nag Hammadi writers. Instead, he understands the "Gnostic author and exegete [as being] capable of multiple exegetical manoeuvers" and thus he concludes: "the relationship of the Gnostic Sophia myth to the classical traditions concerning Hephaistos and Typhaon … reveals the extent of the syncretistic cooking pot from which the Gnostic drew."4
